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Abstract 
Much of the literature on interpersonal trust is quantitative in nature, using scales 
developed primarily with White middle-class and upper-class adults. To understand how another 
racial group of a different socioeconomic background and age views interpersonal trust, we 
considered the experiences of 22 low-income Black adolescents. The adolescents participated in 
a relationship education program and were interviewed about their interpersonal trust 
experiences. Results of a qualitative data analysis revealed that most adolescents defined 
interpersonal trust based on honesty and fidelity, with a particular emphasis on monogamy in 
romantic relationships. Adolescents identified direct messages from family members and 
personal relationship experiences as sources of socialization for interpersonal trust. Although 
some adolescents reported that the relationship education program enhanced their understanding 
of and willingness to trust, others maintained that trust can only be learned through personal 
experiences. Though the adolescents generally trusted family members, they experienced 
challenges trusting friends and romantic partners. Despite this, adolescents considered 
interpersonal trust a vital and a necessary part of romantic relationships. We discuss implications 
of the findings for relationship stability and satisfaction.  
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Sources of Socialization for Interpersonal Trust: An Exploration of Low-Income Black 
Adolescents’ Experiences 
Interpersonal trust, defined as one’s expectation of the predictability and dependability of 
another’s actions, words, or written statements, is a critical aspect of forming and maintaining 
intimate ties (Larzelere & Huston, 1980). Interpersonal trust is important for healthy relationship 
development (Mitchell, 1990) and has been linked to physical and psychological outcomes 
(Wright & Fitzpatrick, 2006). Romantic relationships in adolescence afford teens a chance to 
learn about the significance of interpersonal trust (Simons, Simons, Lei, & Landor, 2012). Given 
that adolescent dating relationships are consequential for adult intimate ties, exploring 
interpersonal trust and sources of socialization for interpersonal trust among adolescents is 
warranted (Simons et al., 2012).   
Past research on the romantic relationships among African American adolescents has 
focused mostly on dating conflict and risky sexual behaviors (Wright & Fitzpatrick, 2006). Less 
attention has been given to understanding nonpathological processes such as interpersonal trust. 
Few scholars have qualitatively studied interpersonal trust among Black adolescents, particularly 
from low-income communities (Burton, Cherlin, Winn, Estacion, & Holder-Taylor, 2009). 
Factors related to race could set in motion family processes that undermine individuals’ abilities 
to develop and cultivate interpersonal trust (Ooms & Wilson, 2004). In addition, stress linked to 
economic uncertainties, which are disproportionately experienced among Blacks relative to other 
racial groups (e.g., Whites, Hispanics), tend to aggravate an individual’s propensity to trust 
partners (Ooms & Wilson, 2004; Shek, 2005). Therefore, the life experiences of White 
respondents are not likely to generalize to low-income Blacks and thus, the current state of 
existing research in this area lacks ecological validity (Burton et al., 2009). Research on 
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interpersonal trust has also been limited methodologically as most scholars have employed 
primarily quantitative methodology. This method of inquiring constrains our knowledge about 
distinctive meanings of trust and varied socialization experiences (Elgar, 2010; Gregory & 
Ripski, 2008). 
The purpose of this study is to critically analyze the variability in socialization 
experiences of interpersonal trust among a sample of low-income Black adolescents and identify 
issues that may be uniquely experienced among this group. Specifically, we conducted semi-
structured interviews with 22 low-income Black adolescents to give voice to an understudied 
group, looked at previously unexplored aspects of interpersonal trust, and collected information 
about sources of socialization. Three research questions guide this study-- What does it mean to 
trust? Who was significant in teaching adolescents to trust? Which experiences impacted the 
adolescents’ abilities to trust? This investigation adds to the existing literature on interpersonal 
trust by acknowledging the adolescents’ perspectives and offering narratives concerning their 
experiences with interpersonal trust. This study also extends our understanding relative to the 
socialization experiences of low-income Black adolescents.  
Background 
Slavery and its consequences explain some of the challenges in interpersonal trust among 
Blacks residing in the United States (Banks, 2011; Pinderhughes, 2002). Pinderhughes (2002) 
attributed the existence of “deep scars” in relational ties between Black men and Black women to 
the conditions of slavery (e.g., men being removed from families) as well as to their 
contemporary experiences of racism and discrimination (e.g., unemployment, incarceration, 
morbidity) (p. 272). Various manifestations of this strain in gender relations have resulted in 
generalized distrust and an inability to effectively communicate with one another (Chambers & 
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Kravitz, 2011). Relational challenges, such as difficult interactional styles and lack of 
interpersonal trust, between Black men and Black women were passed on to younger generations 
through socialization, thereby impacting offspring’s sense of interpersonal trust (Rotenberg, 
1995).  
Such relational dispositions may challenge Blacks’ abilities to establish long-term, 
interdependent, committed relationships with each other. These interactional difficulties are 
likely reflected in family formation and maintenance trends in the Black community. Marriage 
among Blacks has declined in recent decades; only 32% of Blacks were married in 2009 
compared to 51% of all Americans (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Blacks are also more likely to 
form short-lived, nonmarital unions which are especially prevalent in low-income communities 
(Sweeney & Phillips, 2004). Shifting unions can challenge the development of interpersonal trust 
as individuals are inclined to learn that trust can be fractured or broken when unions dissolve 
(Rotenberg, 1995). 
In addition to race, socioeconomic status could set in motion family processes that 
undermine individuals’ abilities to maintain stable relationships and develop a healthy sense of 
interpersonal trust (Ooms & Wilson, 2004). Stressful life events created by financial strain, 
which are disproportionately experienced among Blacks, are likely to negatively affect 
relationships (Waters, Merrick, Treboux, Crowell, & Albersheim, 2000). Financial stress can 
create relationship instability, which in turn, affects interpersonal trust (Waters et al., 2000). For 
example, Wilson (1997) documented Black women’s distrust of men and their doubts of men’s 
ability to maintain stable employment. In sum, relational concerns about whether men can be 
trusted create anxieties about entering long-term relationships (Gibson-Davis, Edin, & 
McLanahan, 2005; Wilson, 1997).   
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Interpersonal Trust and Attachment Theory 
Scholars underscore the salience of interpersonal trust in studies of Black relationships 
(Burton et al., 2009; Wilson 1997). Interpersonal trust is arguably the foundation for healthy 
relationships (Mitchell, 1990). It has been described as having cognitive, behavioral, and 
affective components, and existing in different forms depending on the social context (Flanagan, 
2003; King, 2002). Research has emphasized various definitions of interpersonal trust including 
benevolent intentions (Flanagan, 2003), reliability (King, 2002), faith (Sorrentino, Hanna, 
Holmes, & Sharp, 1995), and integrity (Larzelere & Huston, 1980). For the purpose of this 
paper, we use “trust” and “interpersonal trust” interchangeably. 
 Attachment theory offers insight into how trust is cultivated and developed; the theory 
highlights life experiences that are significant in shaping individuals’ orientations related to 
interpersonal trust. The centrality of early attachments to parents is imperative for adolescent’s 
development of interpersonal trust. Scholars stress that caregivers play a central role in 
cultivating a sense of trust in offspring’s development (Bowlby, 1979; King, 2002; Rempel, 
Holmes, & Zanna, 1985). As suggested by Hardin (2001), there is a developmental path by 
which one learns to trust, and that such readiness to trust likely comes about through experience 
and learning. This learning continues through adolescence, as an individual’s notions about trust 
continue to develop and be refined based on their experiences in close relationships (Rempel et 
al., 1985). 
An adolescent’s trust in his or her parent affects the degree to which he or she anticipates 
that others can be trusted. Ultimately, interpersonal trust impacts how willing the adolescent is to 
interact with others to establish relational ties (Rotenberg, 1995). In this respect, early 
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experiences with parents exert a strong influence on the psychological development of 
adolescent children (Bowlby, 1979).   
 Most studies concerning trust in adolescents have focused on the link between trust and 
family. For example, living in an intact family (Acock & Kiecolt, 1989) and reports of healthy 
family functioning (Hestenes, 1997; Larson & Reedy, 2004) were associated with an increased 
likelihood of trust. These results were corroborated by Coll, Powell, Thobro, and Haas (2010), 
who studied a predominantly White sample and found a link between family cohesion, 
engagement, flexibility, and trust. Furthermore, King (2002) noted that the best predictor of trust 
is parent-child relationship quality. 
 Nomaguchi and colleagues (2010) conducted one of the largest quantitative, longitudinal 
studies of trust among teens. The sample contained 1,106 Black (22.2%), Latino (10.3%), and 
White (65.2%) adolescents and was drawn from the Toledo Adolescent Relationship Study. 
These scholars concluded that girls reported more gender-specific mistrust as compared to boys 
(Nomaguchi, Giordano, Manning, & Longmore, 2010). Moreover, adolescent girls who did not 
trust their fathers were less likely to trust other males (Nomaguchi et al., 2010). According to 
other studies, fathers seemed to influence the development of trust in their sons only, while 
mothers facilitated the development of trust in sons and daughters (King, 2002). This gender 
effect could be attributed to adolescent boys’ perceptions that their mothers may not understand 
their male concerns related to romantic relationships (McBride, Hurt, Kogan, & Luo, 2006).  
The Present Study 
Though some progress has been made in the field, research is still limited in 
understanding interpersonal trust and sources of socialization for interpersonal trust among low-
income Black adolescents. It is surprising given the likelihood that the life experiences of Black 
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adolescents could impact their socialization experiences of interpersonal trust (Waters et al., 
2000). It seems prudent to adopt a method that would permit adolescent respondents to articulate 
their thoughts, attitudes, and experiences relative to interpersonal trust. Through semi-structured 
qualitative interviews with 22 low-income Black adolescents, we aim to learn more about the 
ways in which adolescents were socialized about interpersonal trust (Elgar, 2010; Gregory & 
Ripski, 2008). We sought to answer three research questions-- What does it mean to trust? Who 
was significant in teaching the adolescents to trust? Which experiences impacted the adolescents’ 




Participants were recruited from a Boys and Girls Club located inside a public housing 
community in the southeastern United States. To qualify to participate in the study, the 
participants were required to (1) be at least 13 years old, (2) agree to participate in a 13-week 
relationship education program, (3) agree to be interviewed three times by the research team, and 
(4) have a household income less than or equal to the median household income for the United 
States. Twenty-five adolescents were initially recruited into the study, but only 22 adolescents 
(13 girls, 9 boys) were enrolled and completed all three interviews. Additional information about 
recruitment procedures are described elsewhere (masked for blind review). 
 At the first interview, the average age of the participants was 16 years old (range 13-19 
years). All participants were enrolled in school, and the average grade level was tenth grade 
(range sixth-twelfth grade). Most of the adolescents (64%) reported casually dating, while a 
lesser number (27%) reported being in a committed relationship with one partner (9% no 
response).  
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In terms of living arrangements, most of the participants (64%) lived with their biological 
mothers only; 27% lived with both biological parents, or a biological parent and a step-parent; 
9% lived in a joint-custody arrangement and divided their time between their mothers’ and 
fathers’ homes. The average yearly household income for the participants’ families was $14, 304 
(range $6,000-$21,936). The participants identified as predominantly Christian (68%); the rest 
either reported no religious/spiritual affiliation (23%) or did not respond (9%).  
Procedures 
Three waves of interviews were conducted: (1) two weeks before the beginning of a 
relationship education program, (2) occurred three months after the program, and (3) six months 
after the program. The relationship education program, Love U 2 Relationship Smarts Plus 
curriculum (http://www.dibblefund.org/), is a 13 lesson, evidenced-based, culturally sensitive-
program (Adler-Baeder et al., 2007; Pearson, 2007). It was facilitated by two of the authors who 
were doctoral students at the time. The program took place at the Boys and Girls club twice per 
week, with each session lasting two hours.  
In order to facilitate rapport, participants and interviewers were matched on race and 
gender (McCurdy & Daro, 2001). The semi-structured interviews broadly focused on the areas of 
relationship socialization, relationship history, relationship expectations, and communication and 
conflict management styles. While specific questions about interpersonal trust were included in 
the protocol, participants also spontaneously discussed interpersonal trust in response to other 
questions. Interviews took place in a private room at the Boys and Girls Club or the university 
library to ensure confidentiality. The interviews lasted an average of one and a half hours, and 
participants received $25 for the first interview, $50 for the second interview, and $75 for the 
third interview.  
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The interviews were recorded on a digital recorder and saved under participant ID 
numbers. The digital recordings of the interviews were transcribed, then verified for accuracy by 
four undergraduate research assistants (Carlson, 2010). The project coordinator and a research 
assistant also checked the interview transcripts against the interview protocol to ensure 
adherence to the protocol. Finally, the research team met monthly to discuss their experiences 
with the participants in the relationship education program. This approach allowed different 
sources of information to be utilized to understand the observations and themes from the 
interviews, which increased the reliability and validity of the data (Creswell, 2012).  
Analyses 
We employed conventional content analysis procedures which involved systematically 
identifying and coding themes (Creswell, 2012). First, the authors completed an open coding of 
the transcripts, reading each one from beginning to end in order to identify sections for analysis. 
Axial coding was completed next; themes and subthemes of trust were identified and labels were 
created for each of the themes. Next, within-group and between-group analyses were performed 
in order to discern similarities or differences in the themes relative to age, gender, and living 
arrangements. Finally, selective coding was carried out by choosing quotes to illustrate each of 
the themes for the presentation of results. 
In the interest of transparency, the authors’ backgrounds related to the issues explored in 
the study are presented (Carlson, 2010). All authors were born in the United States; two were 
raised in the South. All are highly-educated. Three authors identify as racial minorities; three 
authors do not. Three authors were raised in working-class households, and three were raised in 
middle-class households.  
Results 
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 Three major themes pertaining to the meaning of trust, socialization about trust, and 
experiences with trust emerged from our analyses. There were no discernable differences relative 
to age, gender, or living arrangements in the data. We describe each next. 
Meaning of Trust 
 Three dimensions of trust were highlighted among the adolescents—fidelity, honesty, and 
the value of trust. This differs from how researchers have traditionally defined trust, which has 
been in terms of reliability (Cook, 2001). Nineteen participants provided responses related to the 
meaning of trust; three participants did not. Comments related to fidelity (n=11) were discussed 
primarily in the context of romantic relationships. This included not cheating, holding personal 
information in confidence, and behaving with integrity. Sexual fidelity in particular was an 
important component of trust, which aligns with previous studies on adolescent romantic 
relationships (Towner, Dolcini, & Harper, 2015; Williams & Hickel, 2011). One 15-year-old boy 
explained that trust meant: “[She] won’t go behind your back and sleep with somebody 
else…That’s how you can get trust.” Another 16-year-old boy emphasized integrity, stating, 
“[Trust is] not doing something that person wouldn’t like you doing, even when you’re not 
around them.” 
Seven adolescents focused on the significance of honesty for preserving trust. This 
included not explicitly lying or lying by omission. One 13-year-old girl stated trust is “To believe 
in him or believe in them and know that he’ll be honest with me or she’ll be honest with me.” 
Another 16-year-old boy explained, “To trust somebody, I want that person to stare at me 
straight in the face and tell me that you won’t lie just to cover up something that you pretty much 
did bad.”   
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 Adolescents also pointed out how trust is important for relationship quality, reflecting 
findings of previous studies (Laborde, van Dommelen-Gonzalez, & Minnis, 2014; Towner et al., 
2015). Seven participants commented about the value of trust within relationships. In response to 
a question about what defines a healthy marriage, one 17-year-old boy said, “Trust, 
understanding, basically everything that y’all two can click on, but mainly trust and 
understanding.” Despite any reservations about trust, these adolescents agreed that trust was 
critical for healthy relationships. These results underscore that adolescents’ difficulties with trust 
do not reflect an undervaluing or ignorance of the role trust plays in relationships, but more 
likely negative experiences that have made adolescents wary of trusting others. Next, we outline 
the results pertaining to socialization about trust.  
Sources of Socialization for Interpersonal Trust  
 The adolescents described receiving direct messages about trust from family members 
and through personal relationship experiences. Twenty participants described how they were 
socialized around interpersonal trust, while two participants did not discuss this aspect of trust. In 
line with previous studies (King, 2002), some adolescents (n=5) described receiving advice from 
family members or observing their actions. Of her mother, one 16-year-old girl stated: “She’s a 
real type person, she [doesn’t] like to play games, and she is just real serious. I mean my mama 
[does] not lie. Basically, that’s really where I get it from…That’s why I started telling my mama 
everything.” This adolescent takes her mother’s seriousness as a sign that she can confide in her. 
This pattern of developing trust within the context of parental relationships is underscored by 
attachment theory, as well as research that emphasizes how trust develops early in one’s life 
(Bowlby, 1979; King, 2002; Rempel et al., 1985).  
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 Some participants reported their parents warned them against trusting too quickly, 
especially concerning men. One 15-year-old girl recounted the advice her mother gave her about 
trusting men: “Don’t trust no man because the only thing they want is to do this and move on, so 
you don’t trust them.” This illustrates how lack of interpersonal trust may be passed on to 
younger generations through socialization, thereby impacting offspring’s sense of interpersonal 
trust (Rotenberg, 1995). This is notable because previous studies have linked gender mistrust 
with heightened risk of intimate partner violence (Copp, Giordano, Manning, & Longmore, 
2015). Although gender mistrust has been widely reported in low-income adult romantic 
relationships, the results of this and several other studies suggest that gender mistrust may 
actually begin in adolescence as messages from parents and negative relationship experiences 
converge to produce a lack of trust in the opposite gender (Copp et al., 2015).  
 Additionally, a 17-year-old boy also received cautionary advice about trust from his 
mother: “She said don’t trust everybody ‘cause some people are phony and fake, and then she 
also said if you trust ‘em, make sure you know everything about them.”  This advice was broader 
in nature, warning him against trusting others, including friends. Scholars have suggested that 
this more global sense of mistrust observed in low-income populations may be a result of 
personal and community disadvantage (Copp et al., 2015).  
 Others cited personal experiences rather than family as a key means of socialization 
about trust. For example, one 18-year-old boy initially stated, “I really taught myself because 
can’t nobody really teach you how to trust.”  He later acknowledged, “I learned I’d say probably 
fifteen to twenty percent from like my parents… It’s from the streets really, you know, being 
outside just seeing a lot of different things that’s going on.” Similarly, a 15-year-old girl shared, 
“I mean it’s just something that comes on your own… Sometimes you can’t even trust your own 
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family… You just got to, you know, have an instinct for it.” For these adolescents, trusting the 
information or advice from others was problematic; they were more comfortable formulating 
their own ideas about trust based on their observations.  
It is also important to note that we observed some adolescents’ perspectives on 
interpersonal trust evolved after they participated in the relationship development program. The 
program helped them to refine their understandings about interpersonal trust. Specifically, eight 
adolescents indicated that they gained insight about trust or that the program helped them to 
become more trusting. Illustrating this idea, one 17-year-old girl said:  
 When the program came into place it was just like okay, so maybe I should trust more 
 and it’ll make like you know relationships, whether it’s with my parents, my sisters, my 
 significant other or something like that, it’ll make it less stressful. 
For another participant, his definition of trust was enriched. This 17-year-old boy shared, 
“During the relationship program, they start[ed] talking about all different kinds of way[s] you 
could trust people… You can trust folks about like—it ain’t got to be that big—it can be simple 
stuff.”  
Though participating in the program inspired some youth to give consideration to their 
opinions about trust (Adler-Baeder et al., 2007; Gardner et al., 2004), other teens were not 
inspired in this way. Six adolescents stated that the program did not impact their views on trust, 
and many maintained that trust is something that cannot be taught (Copp et al., 2015). One 17-
year-old boy expressed hesitation in relying on any source for information about trust, “My trust 
thing is kind of still the same because no one can teach you how to trust someone. Someone may 
teach you about trust and you go out and think you trust someone, and they might break that 
trust.” Next, we review the adolescents’ experiences with trust. 
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Experiences with Trust 
 Adolescents discussed their experiences with trust across three types of relationship 
contexts: family, friends, and romantic partners. Twenty-one participants described their 
experiences with trust, while only one adolescent did not discuss experiences with trust. Trust 
among family members was complex. Nearly all of the adolescents (n=21) expressed some 
degree of trust in at least one parent. Only one participant--a 17-year-old girl--did not express 
having any trust in either parent. When asked about not trusting, she responded, “I’d have to say 
my mom. I mean I try to, but she just lies so much that I, I don’t know when to believe her or if I 
can like trust her with anything.” 
 In contrast to her experience, seven adolescents expressed positive statements about trust 
in the family context; these positive statements were attributable to consistent nurturing and 
caretaking actions among parents. One 15-year-old boy explained, “I trust my mama...and my 
daddy. I trust them...cause I’m their child...They took care of me since I was a baby, and 
therefore I trust them.” Another 17-year-old boy described trusting his mother for similar 
reasons: “I can trust her because she raised me ever since I was three...When I was little, I was 
scared of stuff, she would come and tuck me in.” He also spoke affectionately of his father: “I 
mean he ain’t never tell me to do nothing wrong. If I needed help with something and he knew it, 
he would help me.”   
 If their parents’ consistent nurturing and caretaking behaviors helped adolescents trust 
their parents more, then the absence of these actions would weaken the likelihood of trusting 
parents. Eight adolescents described inconsistent care and not being reliable as a reason for 
trusting one parent, but not the other. As one 17-year-old boy stated about his father, he said: 
“He would say some things and he wouldn’t do it, but…if I was to ask him again, you know, 
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he’ll probably say, ‘Yeah, whatever,’ and then that time come around and he still probably 
wouldn’t do it.” Another adolescent experienced a similar experience with his father:  
I don’t trust him. When I was little that’s when I trusted him ‘cause he used to come get 
me every weekend. When he got married, he got remarried to someone else. That’s when 
like everything changed. Like he stopped coming to get me. He stopped calling me like, 
one time I hadn’t seen my dad in probably about three years. 
Such importance of reliability and dependability for building trust has been described 
previously (King, 2002). Strained ties with parents could be linked to parents forming unions 
with new partners and setting up a household with another family, thereby reducing the contact 
with the adolescent interviewed. Blacks have been more prone to engage in nonmarital unions 
which are more short-lived, especially among those who are economically disadvantaged 
(Sweeney & Phillips, 2004). Furthermore, a parent’s inability to serve as a dependable source of 
support for their children may not reflect the parents’ intentions but rather their struggles to 
overcome economic challenges (e.g., frequent moves, multiple jobs, long work hours, 
unemployment, role strain, anxiety about providing for a family). Financial stress linked to 
economic uncertainties, which are disproportionately experienced among Blacks relative to other 
racial groups (e.g., Whites, Hispanics), tend to aggravate an individual’s propensity to trust 
partners (Ooms & Wilson, 2004; Shek, 2005).  
 Relative to friends, it was important to consider how adolescents regarded their friends as 
trusting individuals in their lives; research has described how as individuals age, they rely more 
on friends as confidants than parents (Hestenes, 1997). Nine adolescents described negative 
experiences with friends that damaged trust in their peers. Mistrust was notable among 
adolescents whose confidence had been broken. A 15-year-old boy recalled, “I done told some 
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people my business and they don’t keep it between us. Therefore, I know who my real friend is 
and who is not.” As one 13-year-old girl considered her relationship with a friend, she shared, “I 
want to trust her, and then I don’t because if I say something she’ll go back and tell somebody, 
so I can’t trust her no more.” Other reasons for not trusting friends included being lied to, feeling 
used, and lacking integrity. This finding was consistent with a study by Jeffries (2002), who cited 
the following friendship concerns: “Girls ‘gossip,’ ‘spread rumors,’ and ‘talk behind one’s 
back’” (p. 166). These adolescents were then at risk of being left with no one in which to 
confide. 
In contrast, three adolescents expressed willingness to trust their friends. For example, 
one 15-year-old boy explained, “We tell each other everything. They tell me stuff, I tell them 
stuff, and I don’t run my mouth.” Another 18-year-old participant who trusted a close friend 
shared, “I have one friend that I really, you know, can trust with anything... I can leave a million 
dollars in his face and I know none of it will be gone.”  
 Thirteen adolescents described trust in romantic relationships. Among five adolescents 
who were unwilling to trust, they expressed fears about infidelity and concerns about their dating 
partners using them for sex. As one 17-year-old girl explained, “[Boys] just want one thing, 
that’s how I feel. They want one thing. I just don’t really believe or trust them really.” Another 
18-year-old girl shared her experience of being cheated on saying, “I was together with this one 
dude for three years, and I found out he was cheating on me two and a half of those years. So 
yeah, that put a big dent in my trust issue.”  
 Such experiences of infidelity not only decrease trust for the present relationship, but also 
inhibits trust in future relationships and can create a broader sense of gender mistrust (Copp et 
al., 2015; Williams et al., 2011). These dynamics can follow adolescents into adulthood, where 
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establishing trust is crucial for developing stable, committed, and healthy adult romantic 
relationships and marriages (Williams et al., 2011). Furthermore, while monogamy has 
frequently been described as a factor that can create or break trust, it has also been suggested that 
trust can increase the likelihood of monogamy (Towner et al., 2015). Together, this suggests that 
fears of infidelity (and therefore mistrust) may in some instances become a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. 
 Other adolescents (n=3) were willing to trust romantic partners, but cautiously placed 
trust in their boyfriends or girlfriends. For example, one 17-year-old girl expressed reservations 
about trusting based on her previous experiences with cheating. She described: “I’ve been 
cheated on a lot so that really you know affected my ability to trust people a lot.” However, she 
recalled attempting to trust again: “I’m doing better at trusting the opposite sex now, but not 
fully.” Another 16-year-old boy expressed similar reservations about trusting girls of interest 
saying: “Well it ain’t hard for me to trust a girl but sometimes it is. If they look good, maybe, 
you know, it’s gonna be some other boys that like [her too].” 
 Among the adolescents (n=5) who trusted their romantic partners were various reasons 
for doing so. Two adolescents reported fidelity as being important for establishing trust, as 
illustrated by this 16-year-old girl: “I’ll be able to trust him and all that. I ain’t never heard 
nothing about, ‘Oh he’s going with such and such.’” Still, other adolescents in the sample (n=3) 
offered a different reason for trusting romantic partners which included sharing confidences, 
reciprocating trust, and feeling secure about the longevity of the relationship. We next discuss 
this study’s findings in the context of previous literature. 
Discussion 
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 The purpose of the study was to explore how low-income Black adolescents defined 
interpersonal trust and were socialized about interpersonal trust. Relative to meanings of trust, 
most adolescents emphasized common dimensions like fidelity, honesty, and the value of trust 
(e.g., Laborde, van Dommelen-Gonzalez, & Minnis, 2014; Towner et al., 2015). Given the 
accumulating evidence that monogamy is a key component of trust for adolescents, perhaps it 
should be incorporated into scholars’ definitions and quantitative measures.   
Most adolescents acknowledged that their family played some role in their understanding 
of interpersonal trust (e.g., Bowlby, 1979; King, 2002; Rempel et al., 1985). However, of the 
adolescents that discussed the messages about trust received from family, most seemed 
cautionary. Advice against trusting the opposite gender could lead to the development of gender 
mistrust, which can heighten the risk of unhealthy, even risky relationship dynamics such as 
intimate partner violence (Copp, Giordano, Manning, & Longmore, 2015). This again highlights 
that adolescence may be a critical period to provide relationship education programming as a 
means of prevention or intervention.  
A smaller number of adolescents asserted that they were socialized about trust through 
personal relationship experiences. The adolescents felt that it was important to form their own 
ideas about trust, because people who give advice or information about trust may not themselves 
be trustworthy. Given that the adolescents generally described their lack of trust being 
perpetuated through personal experiences (as opposed to learning that trust is possible and can 
have a good outcome), interventions designed to increase interpersonal trust in low-income 
populations may struggle to be effective.  
Though the aim of this study was not to assess how the Relationship Smarts program 
influenced youths’ opinions of trust, results suggested that the adolescents were mixed about 
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whether the Relationship Smarts curriculum was helpful when it comes to how they understand 
interpersonal trust (Adler-Baeder et al., 2007; Copp et al., 2015; Gardner et al., 2004). For 
adolescents skeptical of the program, the most effective interventions may involve creating 
situations that allow them to have positive experiences of interpersonal trust, such as individual 
mentorship programs (e.g. Big Brother/Big Sister).  
 The adolescents also described their experiences with trust across different relational 
contexts like family, friends, and romantic partners. The manner in which trust was established 
or broken varied among these different contexts, highlighting the importance of attending to 
relationship expectations when discussing and defining trust (Laborde et al., 2014). Among 
family members, the adolescents stressed the importance of consistent care and nurturance in 
establishing trust with their caregiver (e.g., (King, 2002). Adolescents who trusted their parents 
reflected upon how they could depend on them for things that they needed and that their parents 
were reliable, following through on what they said they would do. Adolescents with unreliable 
parents expressed their concerns with not being sure of whether the parent could be trusted to 
keep his or her word.  
Within romantic ties, adolescents varied in how open they would be to trust dating 
partners, with some stating that they trusted their boyfriends or girlfriends completely, while 
other teens were more cautious about trusting or unwilling to trust a dating partner. As discussed 
previously, adolescents have consistently highlighted the importance of monogamy for 
establishing trust. Unfortunately, many of the teens in this study described experiencing 
infidelity. Partner fidelity was the main reason cited for either trusting or not trusting romantic 
partners, which has implications for how the adolescents may relate to their romantic partners in 
adulthood (Williams et al., 2011).   
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Limitations 
 Not all participants provided responses to the questions asked about trust. This resulted in 
a smaller number of cases being analyzed. Because the study’s focus was to describe sources of 
socialization for interpersonal trust, we opted to sample a small group of adolescents such that 
semi-structured qualitative interviews could be conducted. Our desire was to give voice to an 
understudied group and gather rich information about the adolescents’ experiences relative to 
trust. Therefore, a small non-random sample was utilized for the analyses. Though one can 
obtain a sense of the proportion of adolescents represented among each theme, there were not 
enough adolescents or data to render statistically significant conclusions. Therefore, these 
findings should be explored and tested with data sets using representative samples. Finally, the 
recruitment procedures led the authors to select adolescents who regularly visited the Boys and 
Girls club in the housing community—a convenience sample. As a result, the sample may not be 
representative of youth who reside in the neighborhood or the Southeast. 
Conclusions and Implications 
 The current study highlights themes centered on interpersonal trust for low-income Black 
adolescents, a group that has been previously ignored in the literature. This study adds a unique 
contribution to the literature by broadly exploring interpersonal trust socialization with family, 
peers, and romantic relationships. This sheds light on the differences in interpersonal trust in 
each of these contexts, and how experiences in one context can influence attitudes in another. 
Based on this sample of adolescents, family members are primary agents of socialization about 
trust, in addition to one’s own experiences in relationships with peers and romantic partners. 
Unfortunately, many of these messages and experiences appear to perpetuate mistrust, and 
gender mistrust in particular. Previous studies have shown that gender mistrust increases the 
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chances for experiencing intimate partner violence, and that patterns of mistrust can follow 
adolescents into adulthood, undermining the quality of adult romantic relationships and 
marriages (Copp et al., 2015; Towner et al., 2015).  
 One way to address gender mistrust may be through relationship education programs 
targeted at adolescents. Although the impact of relationship education programs on trust has not 
been quantitatively explored, participating in relationship education programs has been 
associated with increased knowledge about healthy relationships, improved communication 
skills, lower physical and verbal aggression, and better tactics for ending relationships among 
adolescents (Adler-Baeder, Kerpelman, Schramm, Higginbotham, & Paulk, 2007; Gardner, 
Giese, & Parrot, 2004). Furthermore, to the extent that broken relationship bonds perpetuate a 
cycle of poverty, relationship education programs may help break this cycle by empowering 
youth to maintain long-term, satisfying relationships (Larson, 2004; Pearson, 2007). Although 
relationship educators assert that it is possible to teach the skills that build satisfying, long-term 
relationships (Pearson, 2007), relationship education programs targeted at adolescents are a 
“relatively unchartered research area” (Adler-Baeder et al., 2007, p. 291). This is notable because 
such programs could act as primary prevention, given that adolescence is a prime developmental 
period for relationship socialization (Pearson, 2007). 
These results also contribute to our understanding of how relationship development 
programs function for adolescents, and why they may sometimes fail to be effective. Some teens 
perceived the relationship development program as helpful to their understanding about trust, 
while others did not. For those viewing the program as unhelpful for their understanding of trust, 
they maintained that trust must be learned through personal experiences. This attitude may hold 
for other topics in relationship development programs as well; if adolescents are generally wary 
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of information presented in such programs, they may not be poised to benefit from the content. 
Instead, establishing more personal, long-term relationships with teens through mentorship 
programs or longer-term intervention programs may be more beneficial. Overall, these findings 
advance the literature on sources of socialization concerning interpersonal trust as well as low-
income Black adolescents’ opinions about trust in their lives. These results can also serve as a 
guide to professionals who work with adolescents in community and therapeutic contexts.  
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